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This study explores the implications of how a museum gallery is organized on visitors’ 
experience in that gallery. The visitors in this case were art insiders, or Art History 
Masters candidates, and art outsiders, Library and Information Science Masters 
candidates. Interviews were conducted to understand their experience in the African Art 
Gallery of the Ackland Art Museum and how the arrangement of the objects and 
information provided in the gallery impacted that experience. 
Much work has been done about the display of non-Western objects in the context of 
Western encyclopedic museums. However, few have interviewed visitors to see how they 
feel while in the museum. The Ackland Art Museum installed the African Art Gallery in 
December as part of a larger reorganization of the museum’s permanent collection 
galleries. This study assesses this reinstallation and provides information that could be 
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This study explores the experience of different groups of visitors to the African 
Art Gallery in the Ackland Art Museum. The history of African art in the West and in 
Western encyclopedic museum collections is characterized by misrepresentation, 
othering, and colonialist narratives. The purpose of this study is to understand if and how 
students experience the disjuncture between Western canon art and non-Western art in 
the context of an encyclopedic museum. The students I interviewed came from two 
groups: art insiders and art outsiders – or art history students and library science students, 
respectively. By studying both groups, I was able to understand the differences between 
the information needs of each group and how these needs impact their interpretation of 
the gallery. These two groups are representative of the two groups that academic art 
museums like the Ackland serve – students and the public.  
This paper will introduce the history of African art in American museums and 
summarize related work in museum studies, including work about curating African and 
indigenous art in a Western context. Then, I describe my methodological approach and 
the structure of the study and interviews. Next, I provide a descriptive interpretation of 
the gallery, followed by the results of the interviews. Finally, I conclude with conclusions 
and suggestions for future research and suggestions for improvement.  
When African art was introduced to American art museums in the early 
20th century, the integration of these objects into a Western canon challenged museum 
curators and designers. In the early 20th century, American museums were mostly private,
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and were still in the process of proving themselves to be as cultured and venerable as 
European museums. For this reason, American art museums tended to use the 
masterpiece as the dominant focus of exhibitions, which were organized according to 
hierarchies established in the eighteenth-century French salon (Berzock and Clarke, 
2011).  As stated by Kathleen Bickford Berzock and Christa Clarke in Representing 
Africa in American Art Museums (2011):  
“the diverse arts of Africa were not suited to the aesthetic hierarchies and systems 
of classification established by art museums. Moreover, museum practices of 
collecting and display emphasized the artist as individual genius, the school of 
artists working in a similar style and vein, and chronology. Such categorization 
was not easily replicated with African objects, which were often collected with 
fragmentary documentation that rarely identified the individual artist or the 
specific time period of creation."  
 
The incompatibility of African art with the artist- and masterpiece-focused organization 
of Western art museums continues to impact the manner in which American museums 
design African art exhibitions.  
Throughout the 20th century, African art continued to gain acceptance in American 
art museums. In contingence with the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, African art 
began to be perceived and presented as aesthetic works rather than representations of a 
culture. This was done by exhibiting African objects, especially masks and figures with 
smooth, strong lines, next to works of abstract and modern art (Berzock and Clarke, 
2011). The association of what became known as traditional or canonical African art with 
modern works re-contextualized them as purely aesthetic rather than representative of a 
people. At this time, the canon of African art was established, and the "line between art 
and artifact became more clearly drawn as aesthetic criteria for selection became 
codified," (Berzock and Clarke, 2011).   
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In 2005, according to Susan Vogel (2005), African art had finally penetrated the 
majority of museum collections and academic curricula across the globe, meaning that 
today, in 2018, one should expect that the display of African art has evolved in the past 
century. Dudley et al. (2011) assert that museums are about people and ideas, not just 
collections or things. This means that the manner of presentation of the objects is about 
communication of an idea between exhibition and visitor. This paper will explore the 
impact that a canonically organized exhibition of African art has on the interpretation of 
the gallery by visitors.   
The Ackland Art Museum of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
displays its collection of primarily 19th century African masks, figures, beadwork, and 
other woodwork in a gallery at the rear of the museum. Vogel (2005) stated that 
“museum collections of classical African art are now proliferating in medium-sized 
independent and university museums,” making the Ackland a primary location for the 
study of African art gallery organization and its impact on visitors. The objects displayed 





Museum Theory: Visitor Experience 
 Many scholars have studied the visitor experience in museums, however, 
according to Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach (2004), little is understood about the 
museum experience. Deborah L. Perry (1993) described an exhibition as successful if the 
visitor’s and developer’s objectives are both met. The visitor wants to enjoy the visit and 
learn something, and the developer wants to teach specific information to the visitor. 
Perry goes on to name the psychological needs of the visitor: curiosity, confidence, 
challenge, control, play, and communication. According to Perry, a museum visitor enters 
the building expecting to learn something, and if what the exhibition developer intended 
the visitor to learn is in fact gleaned by the visitor, then the exhibition is a success. Perry, 
however, does not address the agency of the objects in this paradigm. 
 Sandra Dudley (2012) built upon the model described by Perry, stating that 
museums are about ideas and people. Exhibitions should not be designed around 
collections, but rather around the people who come to the museum. Another layer in the 
visitor experience of the museum is the object itself. Kiersten F. Latham (2011) expands 
on Michael Buckland’s concept of information-as-thing by asserting that museum objects 
are in fact documents. If museums are information systems, places that visitors go to seek 
and learn information, then the objects are containers of information. The idea of the 




museums to learn. Latham further states that museum visitors are active readers as they 
walk through exhibition galleries, read labels, and look at works. 
 Latham (2011) also talks about the role of the object in the museum experience. 
She raises the question of whether museum objects are passive or active documents. 
When objects are made, they are not always intended to convey a message. However, 
when they are situated in a museum, they are expected to convey a message, and visitors 
will interpret the object in accordance with their own cultural baggage. Therefore, the 
information that visitors glean in a museum is an interaction between the object and the 
visitor. However, one must not forget the integral role of the curator in this information 
interaction.  
Perry (1993) and Michael Baxandall (1991) write about the importance of the 
exhibition curator in the visitor experience in a museum. Baxandall writes that the curator 
is as cultural an operator as the creator of an object, meaning that the curator’s cultural 
perspective will inevitably come into play in the design of the exhibition and the writing 
of the labels and wall text. Thus, the object as document passes through the cultural 
construction of the curator before the viewer is even able to interpret the object. 
Baxandall’s model of the museum experience has three cultural terms: the ideas, values, 
and purposes of the creator of the object, those of the curator, and those of the viewer. 
These three operators interact to create the museum information experience that happens 
in the intellectual space between the viewer and the label.  
Baxandall (1991) writes from the perspective of an anthropological museum, 
exhibiting cultural artifacts, but the principles he describes are applicable to art museums 
that exhibit material culture as well. Baxandall (1991) states that “it is not possible to 
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exhibit objects without putting a construction on them,” meaning that no exhibition is 
neutral. Exhibitions embody ordering propositions and the objects chosen to even be in a 
museum collection are assumed to have a value because of the sheer fact that they are in 
a museum. Museums as institutions have cultural baggage and assign value to the objects 
that they collect. They validate a Western theory of culture by exhibiting things. An 
object is part of a museum’s collection because it deserves to be kept, remembered, and 
preserved (Clifford, 1988). Clifford (1988) describes the art-culture system espoused by 
Western museums in his book chapter “On Collecting Art and Culture,” stating that all 
collections embody hierarchies of value and cultural rules.  
Clifford (1988) also writes of cultural heritage objects displayed in museums but 
is more focused on what happens to a piece of material culture once it enters the realm of 
a museum. The process of cataloging the object to accession it into the collection 
“overrides specific histories of the object’s production and appropriation,” (Clifford, 
1988). Similarly, displaying the object decontextualizes it (or as Perry (1993) writes, re-
contextualizes it) and makes it represent an entire culture. Clifford (1988) goes on to 
describe the two manners of displaying Non-Western objects, scientific or artistic, and 
the way that objects can move between these spaces. 
African Art in Western Art Museums 
 African art has seen this transition between scientific and artistic appreciation 
since it began being collected by American art museums. Berzock and Clarke (2011) 
explored how historically the art museum distinguished African “art” from “artifact” 
through selection, classification, installation, and interpretation. Similar types of African 
objects were collected by art museums and natural history museums, making the 
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distinction between art and artifact more complex and strategies of display more 
important.  
 Susan Vogel (1988) wrote that African art has been elevated to a status similar to 
antiquities, which aestheticizes it, allowing it to be appreciated for its formal, artistic 
qualities rather than for its cultural properties. Above, the types of objects that make up 
the canon of African art are defined as including masks and figures, works with a clean, 
abstract sensibility. Vogel (2005) expands on the idea of the canon and “traditional” 
African art and the museumification of these types of objects and describes new trends in 
the display of African art and African art history scholarship.  
Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie (2011) also writes about the narrow Western 
definition of African art and Western collecting and exhibiting practices. Ogbechie’s 
2011 text Making History: African Collectors and the Canon of African Art looks at the 
Femi Akinsany African Art Collection in Lagos, Nigeria to compare collecting and 
exhibiting practices in Africa and the United States and explore the idea of authenticity as 
applied to collections of African art. He asserts that Western museums are seen as the 
quintessential organizing system and that African objects are re-contextualized within the 
museum to conform to Western assumptions about African culture and Western 
definitions of art as purely aesthetic.  
Vogel (1991), a curator of African Art, was of same mind with Ogbechie, writing 
that “Western culture has appropriated African art and attributed to it meanings that are 
overwhelmingly Western.” Similar to the theories presented in the above section, she 
writes that museums teach both expressly with education programs and articulated 
agendas, but also unconsciously through the unarticulated political values expressed 
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through the arrangement and display of objects and other facets of operation. In this 
essay, Vogel presents suggestions for curators of African art to improve exhibition design 
through a case study of the Art/Artifact exhibition that she curated at the Center for 
African Art. Vogel attempted to reduce the authoritative voice of the curator as seen in 
exhibition labels and wall text by writing personal rather than didactic text. The goal of 
the exhibition was to show Westerners how they view African art through their own 
cultural context and constructs. She did this using various different types of exhibition 
styles. For example, in the first room, objects were displayed for their formal, aesthetic 
qualities without any textual information. This represented how cultural heritage objects 
are museumified in art museums, decontextualized and made into aesthetic objects. The 
second room displayed functional and utilitarian objects, ones that would generally be 
considered artifacts and put in natural history museums, on lighted platforms similar to 
how artistic masterpieces would be displayed. The other two rooms were a cabinet of 
curiosities and a natural history museum, respectively. The Art/Artifact exhibition 
explores the many different ways Westerners have historically displayed African art and 
asks the viewer to think about their own experiences as museum visitors and how 
exhibition structure impacts the manner in which they view and understand the objects on 
display. 
Another example of African art exhibition in practice comes from Jacqueline 
Delange-Fry (1979) who curated an exhibition of African art in a Folklore Museum in 
Manitoba. Delange-Fry wrote that "An exhibition of African art can be an exceptional 
happening when it is integrated into the program of a public or university art gallery,” 
because it can serve as a counterpoint to Western art objects that were created at the same 
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time in history (1979). Delange-Fry faced the question of whether to use a “neutral” or 
“interpretive” framework to curate the exhibition. She defines a neutral framework as 
what has earlier been referred to as aesthetic or artistic – ignoring the social or cultural 
function of the object and display it purely for its formal qualities. An interpretive 
framework uses a thematic organization based on knowledge. Case groupings in an 
interpretive framework can be geographic, tribal, chronological, or by art form. Because 
she was designing for a folklore museum, Delagne-Fry decided to introduce a different 
experience for the museum visitors who might be tired of the interpretive framework of 
every other gallery, thus she created a neutral exhibition with an interpretive catalog. She 
then used a questionnaire to collect information about the visitor experience and 
exhibition success.  
Criticism of Exhibitions of Non-Western Art 
 Clifford (1990) and Khristin Landry-Montes (2017) both analyze and critique 
exhibitions of indigenous art in different types of museums. Clifford (1990) when to an 
encyclopedic anthropological museum run by a Western University and looked at their 
exhibition of aboriginal Canadian works in contrast to a Tribal museum. He found that 
the encyclopedic museum treated the content in a scientific or ethnographic way. It cast 
the objects in a historical context by displaying it in a chronological organization and 
narrative of “traditional art in process,” or change over time. The labels included images 
of the work in their original setting, however there was no historical narrative about 
cultural contact with Western colonizers. Thus obscuring a major event in tribal history 
and casting the objects further back in the past than they actually were. The tribal 
museum, on the other hand, represented a single historical event without an aesthetic or 
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art context. The labels told of who owned the objects prior to the historical event when 
the objects were confiscated by colonizers. Clifford (1990) also briefly discusses the 
Royal British Columbia Museum and their formal treatment of aboriginal objects. 
Clifford (1990) concludes that no museum can completely control the meanings and 
associations generated by the objects on display. However, they can suggest temporality 
and re-contextualize the objects on display through both organization principle and label 
text. Clifford spoke with curators at some of these institutions and analyzed his own 
interpretations of the exhibitions but did not speak with visitors to understand the impact 
that the exhibitions had on them. By only including his own opinion of the exhibitions, 
Clifford imposed his own Western perspective on the interpretation of the exhibitions. He 
did not examine his own biases in the article or ameliorate these with the perspectives of 
other visitors. 
 Landry-Montes (2017) did a case study that explored how “institutional 
definitions, histories, and interpretations affect curatorial decision-making and are 
embedded in the ways objects are presented.” She critiqued two exhibitions:  Ancient 
Americas, an anthropology exhibition at the Field Museum, and Indian Art of the 
Americas, an exhibit in the Museum of the Art Institute of Chicago (AIC). Landry-
Montes (2017) also discusses the exclusionary and inclusionary definitions of the terms 
“art” and “artifact,” and the problematic nature of the fact that when similar non-Western 
objects are displayed in each context, they take on different meanings and cultural 
representations. The Indian Art of the Americas exhibition at the AIC featured the 
aesthetic qualities of the work with less interpretive text. The objects were arranged by 
geography and culture and lighted as art objects to focus the visitor’s attention on the 
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object’s formal qualities. Some objects were featured and more contextual information 
was provided but not every object was paired with information. Landry-Montes (2017) 
states that the lack of contextual information reinforces the object’s status as an art object 
within the Western definition of art while repressing the object’s original identity and 
context.  
The Ancient Americas exhibition at the Field Museum was organized into zones 
that relate objects to cultural processes. The overall organization of the exhibition was 
chronological. The labels provided information about the function of the object but there 
was little emphasis on the cultural context or decorative styles outside of the progress of 
civilization narrative.  This exhibition included various forms of media and interactive 
activities for the visitors, which Landry-Montes (2017) interpreted as detracting from the 
authority and authenticity of the objects. According to the author, anthropological 
displays of non-Western objects explicitly control how visitors understand objects. She 
asks: 
1.What is being included, what is being excluded, and how do such 
choices affect our perception of the objects and the people who made the 
objects on display? 
2. Does the scale and/or eye- and ear-catching qualities of large-scale 
replicas, audio-visual displays, or computer programs in an exhibit detract 
from or contribute to our experience of the authentic and rare artifacts on 
display?  
3. Do the fine slips and skillfully rendered iconography on eleventh-
century Ancestral Pueblo vessels or on ancient Maya carved stairway 
risers speak well enough for themselves so that twenty-first-century 
visitors can appreciate them primarily as stand-alone “art”? Or, as artifacts 
of cultures more distant in time and space, do they require some 
translation to provide fuller understandings of who made them and why?   
4. Are the methods used to display and contextualize such objects able to 
demonstrate how their forms and meanings represent material expressions 
of the lifeways, technologies, ideas, and values of other cultures in ways 
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that do justice to their nuance and complexity rather than over-simplifying 
and “essentializing” them? 
 
Landry-Montes (2017) notes that in the AIC, the African art gallery is located 
near the Native American art exhibition, reinforcing the narrative of primitive art as it 
was in the 19th century. She briefly critiques the African gallery as displaying African 
sculptures as it would Greek or Roman busts, without didactic material, to be admired 
purely for their aesthetic qualities and undermining the original functions. Furthermore, 
headdresses in the AIC collection were displayed without the rest of the original 
costumes used in ceremonies. By decontextualizing the headdresses, the visitor cannot 
understand their role in tribal culture. 
Landry-Montes (2017) concludes that curatorial narrations control the visitor 
experience as far as what the visitors learn about the objects and the people who made 
them. She does not, however, ask the visitors about their experience of the exhibitions 
and what they learned.  
Conclusion 
 My study is inspired by the work of Clifford (1990) and Landry-Montes (2017), 
who analyzed and critiqued exhibitions of non-Western art in Western art museums. 
Although scholarship about exhibitions of African Art in American museums has been 
produced on the side of the curator, there is not similar work to that done by Clifford and 
Landry-Montes for African Art. My study will analyze the organization of objects in the 
African art gallery at the Ackland art museum and describe that organization. Like 
Clifford and Landry-Montes, I will prognosticate how the visitors will experience the 
exhibition based on the principles of organization and wall text. I will take the study one 
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step further by interviewing visitors about their experience. I will find out if the 
conclusions that scholars come to about the control museums have over visitor education 
are accurate. Based on museum theory, each visitor should have a different experience of 
the exhibition because of their own prior knowledge and cultural baggage, however, 
scholars predict that there are a limited number of educational opportunities available to 





 I approached this study using a qualitative, phenomenological approach. 
Sandelowski (2004) defines qualitative research as being interested in the way that 
humans experience the world. This type of research uses rich description and 
interpretations of people and the environment to try to understand an aspect of human 
behavior or cognition. Some popular types of data used in qualitative research are 
interviews, surveys, and direct observation.  
Phenomenology is a methodology of qualitative research that is used to describe 
how humans experience a certain phenomenon or event 
(https://cirt.gcu.edu/research/developmentresources/research_ready/phenomenology/phen
_overview). Phenomenological research is especially conscious of individual biases and 
is often used to compare the experiences of diverse populations. Moustakas (1994) wrote 
that phenomenological research is concerned with the “transformation of individual or 
empirical experience into essential insights… The object that appears in consciousness 
mingles with the object in nature so that a meaning is created, and knowledge is 
extended.” Giorgi (2012) states that phenomenology is descriptive in that it must describe 
the phenomena and the objects of the phenomena. This type of research typically uses 
interviews as the primary type of data. The way that a subject describes the phenomenon 
is a reflection upon the experience, and thus it carries with it the subject’s interpretation 
of the phenomenon. The researcher must have no preconceived ideas about the 
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participant’s experience so that each participant is treated as an individual with 
their own world view that can only be accessed through communication between the 
researcher and the subject. 
 Volker Kirchberg and Martin Trondle (2012) note that “another hurdle, specific 
to, but not strictly limited to the study of art exhibitions, might be the sheer 
methodological difficulties of analyzing experiences, especially aesthetic experiences." 
This difficulty can be addressed by a phenomenological approach, and in fact, there is a 
history of phenomenological research being used to study art appreciation. For example, 
Tam Cheung On used a phenomenological perspective in his 2006 dissertation 
Understanding Museum Visitors’ Experience of Paintings: A Phenomenological Study of 
Adult Non-Art Specialists. This study sought to understand the experience of looking at 
paintings in a museum and the similarities and differences between different people’s 
experiences of art. Latham (2013) also used phenomenological methods to study 
numinous experiences with museum objects. Because the visitor experience in museums 
is so strongly influenced by the visitor’s previous experiences, culture, mood, and other 
personal factors, phenomenological methods for studying a visitor’s experience in a 
gallery or with a piece of art are fitting. 
 Mark T. Bevan (2014) proposes a phenomenological interview structure that I 
adapted for this study. Bevan suggests that a phenomenological interview should have 
three stages: contextualization, apprehending the phenomenon, and clarifying the 
phenomenon. These stages progress from context to experience to interpretation. Bevan 
cautions the interviewer that he/she must maintain an attitude of phenomenological 
reduction throughout (2014). In the words of Bevan (2014), phenomenological reduction 
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means that the interviewer must “abstain from the use of personal knowledge, theory, or 
beliefs, to become a perpetual beginner.” This is a way of setting aside one’s personal 
biases to immerse oneself in the experience of the interviewee. This allows for reflexive 
question asking, a component of the phenomenological interview.  
 Bevan suggests the following model for a phenomenological interview: 
 
I followed this model by asking contextualizing questions first. This allowed me to learn 
more about the interview subject’s status as an art insider or art outsider. Art outsiders 
may have had experiences attending art museums prior to being interviewed that 
informed their experience in the African Art Gallery. It was important for me to establish 
the interviewee’s level of comfort and knowledge about art history and art museums prior 
to asking them questions about the gallery. I then asked questions about apprehending the 
phenomenon that elicited descriptive and structural responses. These questions were 
about walking through the museum and the African Art Gallery, and which objects they 
looked at. Finally, I asked questions that clarified the phenomenon and got directly at the 
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subject’s interpretations of the gallery. These questions were about organization of the 
gallery and museum, principles of organization, the color of the walls, and what the title 
of the gallery meant to them. Throughout the interview I was careful to adopt the attitude 
of phenomenological reduction and ask clarifying questions using the language of the 
subject. 
Overview of Specific Methods 
 This study employed observation-based thick description and interviews to 
explore visitors’ experiences of the African Art Gallery in the Ackland Art Museum of 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Direct observation is the basis of the 
descriptive interpretation of the exhibition. In order for me to interpret the interviews 
with museum visitors, it was important to be familiar with the layout and organization of 
the gallery. Similar to the work done by Clifford (1990) and Landry-Montes (2017), thick 
description of the exhibition was important to my research and the overall analysis of the 
exhibition. 
 Interviews are standard in museum exhibition evaluations. As mentioned above, 
Latham (2013) and Cheung On (2006) both used interviews to understand visitors’ 
experiences with particular art objects. John H. Falk and Lynn D. Dierking (2000) used 
observation and interviews at the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History to document 
learning from the exhibition. They interviewed visitors immediately after viewing the 
exhibition and then again five months later to see if viewers had constructed additional 
knowledge since viewing the exhibition. They found that viewer learning was defined by 
“prior knowledge, interest, and the museum experience itself, as well as the unpredictable 
but important role of subsequent experiences,” (Falk and Dierking, 2000). This is why 
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taking a phenomenological perspective is important in museum exhibition evaluation. 
Walton et al. (2016) also used interviews to evaluate visitor learning from a museum 
exhibition. Walton et al.’s goal was to establish points of convergence and divergence 
among students about themes of the exhibition. This study was important in the 
conceptualization of my study because my goal is also to establish points of convergence 
and divergence between students with differing levels of experience with art and 
museums.  
 Amy Grack Nelson and Sarah Cohn (2015) describe the strengths and weaknesses 
of various data collection methods for evaluating museum exhibitions and programming. 
Nelson and Cohn (2015) cite surveys, interviews, and observations as the top data 
collection methods in art museums, with interviews being used the most. They write that 
interviews are especially important for understanding the range of experiences of diverse 
viewers. Museum evaluators use structured, semi-structured, and unstructured interviews. 
I used semi-structured interviews to understand how viewers experienced the African Art 
Gallery. Semi-structured interviews provided a common set of questions that were a 
starting point for all participants. I thought it important to use the same language no 
matter their art insider or outsider status. However, I did not use a fully structured 
interview so that I could tailor the interview to the participant and their unique 
knowledge. It also felt most appropriate to the phenomenological method to let the 
interview proceed in accordance with the responses of the participants.  
Biases 
 I am a white Library Science master’s candidate with a strong interest in art and 
museum librarianship. Previously, I worked as a tour guide at the Mount Holyoke 
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College Art Museum where I put together a tour of sacred objects from various religious 
traditions. I was a Medieval Studies major and Public History minor in undergrad, and 
my primary research was (and continues to be) on medieval Syriac paleography. I 
currently work at the Sloane Art Library of the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill. I completed a field experience in the summer of 2018 at the Ackland Art Museum in 
which I worked in the Academic Programs Department developing learning resources for 
the varied audiences that visit the museum. The Academic Programs department is 
responsible for coordinating the education programs of the museum for University 
students, faculty, community members, K-12 educators, and the general public. While 
working at the Ackland, I developed a resource guide for the re-installation of the African 
Art Gallery. I did not get to see the exhibition ahead of time or have any contact with the 
curators of the exhibition. I completed resource guides for several other galleries. I did 
not choose to focus on the Ackland because of my previous work there, rather I chose the 
Ackland because it is the most convenient museum to my location that has a gallery 
devoted to African Art.  
 Having worked as a tour guide and taken several art history courses while getting 
my undergraduate degree makes me an art insider. I have a background in interpreting art 
and artifacts in relation to the type of museum setting in which they are located. As I have 
studied critical museum studies and public history, I am attuned to issues of cultural 
heritage and representation in museums. I have background knowledge about the Western 
canon of art and have previously studied the representation of indigenous Peruvian works 
in Western art museums. I have also studied Sande masks, of which there are two in the 
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African Art Gallery. My background makes me interpret the objects in the gallery in a 
different manner than other students, especially art outsiders.  
My experience in the African Art Gallery and resulting description and 
interpretation are informed by my education. As Clifford used his knowledge to describe 
and critique museums in his 1991 essay, I will also describe the gallery critically. This is 
not to say that it is primarily a critique of the museum, but rather a scholarly approach. 
My previous experience working in museum education and speaking with curators cause 
me to approach the gallery with a curatorial perspective. I see the museum as a place to 
learn and the implicit and explicit elements of the display, from lighting to wall color to 
arrangement of objects all influence the way a museum visitor learns and will understand 
the objects. I wrote the description from a scholarly perspective. Furthermore, prior to 
entering the gallery I had read the sources cited in my literature review, which made me 
more aware of the issues particular to African and ethnic art galleries, especially 
concerning the dichotomy between art and artifact. When I was analyzing the gallery, I 
thought about whether the objects were canonical and whether they were displayed 
aesthetically or ethnographically. The articles that I read informed the way that I 
interpreted the display. Thus, the description is not neutral, but rather scholastically 
informed.  
 My status as an art insider may have impacted the way I interviewed my subject 
population. The way I designed the questions was impacted by my prior knowledge of 
museum studies and especially issues of cultural heritage in museums. This may have led 
to a difference in my treatment of art outsiders than the art insiders. While interpreting 
the data, I may have understood or related to the responses of the insiders more than 
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those of the outsiders. I did take a phenomenological perspective to attempt to ameliorate 
these concerns and act as beginner. 
 My role as a Carolina Academic Library Associate in the Sloane Art Library 
impacted my sample. I interviewed art history masters students that I met through my 
work at Sloane. This means that I had interacted with all of my participants prior to 
recruiting them for the study. I recruited the subjects at the Sloane Art Library in face-to-
face interactions. Because I knew the subjects, they may have been more comfortable 
interacting with me during the interview. My other subject population of art outsiders was 
recruited through the School of Information and Library Science where I am a student. 
Again, because I recruited people face-to-face, and because SILS is a small population, 
the students may have interacted with me differently since they knew me from classes. I 
took a phenomenological approach to the study so that my previous interactions with any 
of the subjects would impact the study minimally. I attempted to recruit a diverse 
population so that the study would represent the widest variety of experiences in the 
museum.  
 Because I am writing about art that is non-Western, and thus, outside of my 
culture, my own biases will come into play. Therefore, I used a phenomenological 
approach, to attempt to evaluate each interview in terms of the viewers cultural and 
educational background and to be especially cognizant of my own. My status as an 
outsider to African art was helpful because it caused me to describe the works without 
knowledge of terms, styles, or functions. I was only be able to use my observations about 
how the objects were displayed in space as information objects in a museum. However, 
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my status as an outsider created difficulties because I brought my own Western biases 
into my interpretation of the objects. 
Process 
 The African Art Gallery was installed in the Ackland Art Museum in November, 
2018. I observed the gallery in November, not long after it was installed. It was around 
this time that I recruited participants in the Art Department and School of Information 
and Library Science at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. I used a 
convenience sample of five art history masters and five library science masters students 
at UNC-CH. Then, I planned times to meet with each of the 10 students at the Ackland 
Art Museum. I gave the students 30 minutes to walk through the museum’s permanent 
collections, with instructions to focus on the African Art Gallery and pay attention to 
what they think and feel throughout the time. I did not provide suggestions on whether or 
not to read the interpretive labels. I did not observe how the students viewed the gallery. 
After the 30 minutes had expired, I met the student in the Ackland’s study gallery to do a 
recorded interview. Some of the interviews took place outside the museum or in different 
galleries because of classes using the museum or other noise level concerns. The 
interview was semi-structured and questions were developed based on the 
phenomenological interview question guide. The questions included, “What did you see? 
What objects stood out to you? Why? How were those objects displayed / where were 
they located? Did you read the labels? What did you learn?” 
 I then coded the data to discern themes in the interviews about the experience of 
being in the African Art gallery and its placement in the museum. I used a grounded 
coding method, allowing the themes to emerge based on the interviews. I did not think of 
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any themes to look for before I began coding. I looked for points of convergence and 
divergence between the answers of art insiders and art outsiders. These themes informed 
my conclusions regarding my research question.  
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Interpretive Description of the Gallery 
The “Classical Art of Africa” Gallery is located in the far right corner of the 
Ackland Art Museum. When one enters the permanent collection galleries of the 
Ackland, one is confronted with contemporary art in the form of George Segal’s The 
Legend of Lot. The visitor can either turn left into Art of the Ancient Mediterranean and 
Europe before 1850, or right into Art of Europe and America 1850-1950. The museum 
has many floating walls and hallways that encourage visitors to wander and create their 
own pathway through the museum. The African Art gallery can be entered from either 
European art pre-1850 or European and American art 1850-1950, meaning that its 
placement in the back corner of the museum usually places it at the midpoint of a 
visitor’s tour whether they proceed clockwise or counterclockwise. By sandwiching the 
African Art gallery with Western art, the Ackland places the African Art gallery into a 
Western, loosely chronological narrative of art. The placement of the gallery suggests the 
time period in which the objects in the gallery were created, 19th century, but also creates 
a greater contrast between “art” and “artifact,” as the types of objects and manner of 
presentation of objects in the African Art gallery differ substantially from those in the 
Western galleries. For example, the galleries from which one is able to enter the African 
Art gallery contain paintings hung on walls, whereas the African Art gallery contains 
sculptures housed in cases. The implications of the placement of the gallery will be 
further discussed below. The gallery has three white walls, and one crimson accent wall 
which is the rear wall of the gallery.
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I entered the African Art Gallery from the Art of Europe pre-1850 gallery after 
having followed a chronological path through the museum, walking left from the 
entrance and proceeding clockwise. I entered the African Art Gallery from the door on a 
wall with figures which I will call the figure portal – the other possible entrance to the 
gallery is on a wall with ikenga sculptures which I will call the ikenga portal. The first 
thing I noticed upon entering the “Classical Art of Africa” gallery in the Ackland Art 
Museum was the Ntan Drum. The drum is located in the center of the floor on a raised 
white platform, directly in front of the door to the gallery from which I came. There are 
two objects in the center of the floor of the gallery – the other is the Veranda Post from 
Palace Complex at Efon-Alaye. This tall post is also placed on a white platform. These 
two objects are by far the largest and tallest objects in the gallery. It seems that they are 
in the middle because they are too large to fit in traditional cases. Additionally, the 
placement of the objects in the center of the gallery suggest that the visitor is meant to 
circulate around the objects and view them at all angles. The location of the objects in the 
center of the floor and the accent wall suggest a circular direction for walking around the 
gallery by forcing the visitor to walk between the walls and the central objects. I felt 
compelled to walk clockwise, but someone who entered through the ikenga portal may 
have felt compelled to walk counterclockwise.  
Aside from the Veranda Post and the Ntan Drum, most of the other objects in the 
room are located in glass cases mounted on the walls. Based upon a cursory scan of the 
gallery, it appears that the objects are organized by type or function. There are human 
figure statues on one wall, masks against the accent wall, beadwork on the wall opposite 
me, and abstract wooden sculptures on the front wall. The grouping of objects by broad 
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type made it easy for me to draw comparisons between each grouping. It also seemed to 
homogenize the objects that are displayed together. Furthermore, I noticed that the 
quality of light in the gallery is much stronger – more brightly lit than the gallery from 
which I came, and the white walls only make it seem brighter. Another element that I 
found striking right off the bat was that I did not perceive a wall text or a descriptive 
plaque in this gallery from where I was standing. I picked up the object guide, located in 
the figure portal, and began my clockwise progression around the gallery.  
The first section I approached contained free-standing sculptures of human 
figures. I read the labels located to the right of the case to find that the statues were 
mostly made in the 20th century (some undated) and come from different regions and 
cultures in Africa. The labels next to the display case give basic information about the 
objects: artist, culture, title, date, material, and provenance. This is the same basic 
information that is provided for the objects in other galleries as well. However, the 
majority of objects do not have an artist, emphasizing Berzock and Clarke’s (2011) point 
that Western art museums struggle to exhibit African Art because it does not prescribe to 
the Western art historical tradition of works of genius by individual artists. The labels 
state “unidentified artist” followed by the alleged culture and country of origin. In 
Western art labels, the artist and culture would be listed (i.e. Kristina Bush, American), 
which only served to make the multiple countries and vague geography more apparent to 
me. Furthermore, in a museum, listing a culture without an artist could be interpreted as 
making the object representative of an entire cultural tradition. The five human-figure 
sculptures are made of wood, with the exception of a pair of Edan Figures made of 
bronze. The grouping of these objects as interpretations of the human form paired with 
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sparse labels suggests an aesthetic interpretation of the objects and appreciation of the 
forms rather than their cultural or material value.  
The next group of figures are the masks against the accent wall. There is one 
Sande Mask that is set apart from the rest, suggesting that it is more valuable or worthy of 
appreciation than the rest. Masks were identified by several African Art Scholars as a 
central element of the African Art Canon (Vogel: 1991). Similarly, the masks are 
displayed without interpretive text, and the object guide provides additional information 
about the cultures responsible for the masks. The masks, like the human figure sculptures 
are attributed to different cultural traditions. Masks imply human usage, but without 
contextual information, they are presented as aesthetic objects. The accent wall behind 
the masks implies that they are more important than the other objects in the gallery. The 
wall color attracts visitor attention, drawing the visitor toward the cases of masks and 
acting as a focal point. Here, the masks are objects for aesthetic appreciation rather than 
objects that would have been worn and performed in motion, decontextualized by their 
presence in a case without contextualizing information, pictures, or movement.  
Next, I walked around the Veranda Post and over to the bead wall. The objects on 
this wall contrast all the other dark, wooden objects in the gallery with their bright colors 
and reflective quality. I noticed that the reds in the beadwork match the bright red of the 
accent wall and that some of the beads are presented without protective glass. Larger 
objects are hung unprotected on the walls while the smaller objects are in a protruding 
diagonal case that invite the visitor to get close and lean over to examine the details. All 
of the beadwork objects (jewelry, clothing, accessories) are from South Africa, the 
majority are from the Zulu culture. This was the first case I encountered in which the 
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objects are both similar in form and attributed location of origin. Because of this, 
comparisons drawn between the objects show continuity within a culture rather than 
differences between traditions. However, these objects do not have an explanatory wall 
text and thus must be admired for their aesthetic qualities, which seem to stand out in 
contrast to the monochromatic nature of the rest of the objects in the gallery. 
Having turned to the Ntan Drum, I circulated around the object – another 
decontextualized display of a functional object. I thought it was an interesting choice to 
display a musical instrument as an aesthetic object with its dramatic placement on a 
pedestal. The central location of the drum seemed to me to strip the object of its 
performative quality and made it seem less an object to be used than one to be admired. I 
found it hard to imagine a person playing the drum because of the sterile and quiet 
museum setting. Like the masks, the drum takes on a different meaning without the 
motion and human interaction that defines its context. In the museum, the drum is meant 
to be admired for its formal, aesthetic qualities rather than for the music that it could 
make. It is displayed not as a musical instrument, but as a relic to be looked at. It is 
interesting to note that the drum is one of the handful of objects in the museum with an 
identified artist. This further associates the drum with objects in the Western galleries in 
the type of label information that is available.  
The final wall of the gallery is the only one with an accompanying wall text. The 
wall text is entitled: Ensuring and Honoring Success: Ikenga from the Collection of 
Rhonda Morgan Wilkerson, PhD. The text is three short paragraphs – the first about the 
Igbo people of Nigeria, the second about ikenga sculptures, and the third about the 
spiritual and cultural implications or interpretation of the ikenga in Igbo culture. These 
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words describe two cases of wooden objects that do not appear in the object guide. The 
objects appear to be abstracted figures, some vaguely human and some more animalistic, 
as described in the wall text. As these figures are all Igbo, they may be interpreted as 
representative of the culture. These objects highlight Berzock and Clarke’s (2011) 
statement that the African Art canon as developed in the 1920’s shows “a preference for 
figural works with strong formal qualities and a high degree of abstraction.” These types 
of works, like the Igbo ikenga, became part of the so-called African Art canon because 
they exemplified the modernist abstract aesthetic and were inspirational to many early-
20th-century artists. The placement of these objects on the same wall as the ikenga 
entrance, which connects to the 20th-century contemporary art gallery reaffirms that the 
formal, abstract qualities of these objects are meant to be seen and appreciated by the 
museum viewer. To me, these objects serve as a transition point from European pre-1850 
paintings to post-1850 western contemporary art. The abstract forms lead the viewer from 
one area of art to the next, emphasizing the influence of African art on modern art of the 
early 20th century.  
The object guide is located in the figure portal, which made it easy for me to grab 
it at the start of my progression through the African Art gallery. The numbered order of 
the objects in the object guide confirmed my hypothesized path through the gallery. The 
title of the gallery, “Classical Art of Africa” is written on the object guide but is not 
found anywhere else in the gallery. The object guide includes basic label information that 
is found next to each object (artist, culture, date, title, materials, donor information) with 
three to four additional bullet points that provide information about the social and 
historical context of the objects. For African objects, the information is generally basics 
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about the culture that produced the item and context of use. The below figures show a 
page from the Classical Art of Africa object guide and the Art from Europe and America, 
1850-1950 object guide. The pages from each guide highlight the differences in 
information provided – the Western piece assumes more knowledge of the time period 
and culture on the part of the viewer and calls to attention details of the artwork, whereas 
the Sande Mask object guide page provides more cultural contextualization and 













My impression of the “Classical Art of Africa” gallery was consistent with the 
description of the canon of African art and most Western museums’ interpretations of 
canon collections as found above. The Ackland presented the objects as purely aesthetic 
pieces of art, not “artifacts.” The dramatic accent wall and organization of the gallery by 
type of object conforms to an artistic approach to the objects. Similar to the Indian Art of 
the Americas exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago described by Landry-Montes 
(2017), The Ackland’s “minimal use of interpretive labels reinforces the objects’ ability 
to ‘perform’ within [a] Western definition of art, while deemphasizing their quite 
different original roles and meanings.” It is important, however, to realize that any 
museum is limited by its collections, space, and money. The collection may be 
representative of a canonical view of African art because of the era in which it was 
collected or because of the amount of funds made available for art outside the western 
tradition. The Ackland’s curators made decisions based on the works that they had 
available to them and thus visitor interpretations and experience are also limited. 
Summary 
In spite of the limited African Art collection, decisions were made by curators and 
educators that further imply a Western art historical interpretation of the objects in the 
gallery. The biggest choice that reflects this interpretation is the gallery’s title: “Classical 
Art of Africa.” The term Classical links the objects in the gallery to the Classical era 
although the objects displayed are thousands of years later than the Classical period. 
However, the term classical is somewhat less pejorative than the term primitive which 
was the preferred term for canonical African art in the 20th century. In spite of this, I 
think that the word Classical casts the objects in the gallery far into the past although 
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most are only one or two centuries old. My personal experience of the gallery suggested 
that the objects were art more than artifact and displayed in the traditional Western art 




I interviewed five art history master’s students and five library science master’s 
students. Four of the art history master’s students were dual-degree students enrolled in 
art history and library science master’s programs. Three of the students were African 
American. All of the outsiders had been to at least one art museum before, but none had 
taken a college-level art history course. All the students noticed differences between the 
African Art Gallery and the Ackland’s other permanent collection galleries. The majority 
of the students in both groups understood the objects as more art than artifact, but distinct 
from the art displayed in the other galleries of the museum. This did not lead to an 
understanding of the objects as culturally embedded experiences or representative of 
Africa as an entity – for the most part it led to self-reflection (and context-reflection) on 
the part of the visitor. In spite of this, the different groups experienced their time in the 
museum differently, as evidenced by their explanations of the galleries and the 
information provided by labels and wall texts. I found that outsiders relied more heavily 
upon labels and other contextual material while insiders had more background knowledge 
and expectations about how museums are organized, and exhibitions are curated. The 
students’ backgrounds influenced the manner in which they perceived the organization of 




An important difference between the way that art insiders and art outsiders 
engaged with the African Art gallery is the outsiders’ reliance on contextual material 
such as labels and the object guide. One outsider even said, “I was more interested in the 
labels, than, like, the actual objects themselves.” Another described their experience:  
“I think the [labels] were often kind of at the end [of each case]. So I would sort 
of look then read and then I would look. Like with the masks, for instance, I 
would read the first line, look at that mask, again, read the next one, look at that 
mask so I kind of like glanced at them all, but the I want the information first so I 
have context when I’m processing stuff.” 
 
Several of the outsiders reported a similar process of reading labels before looking at 
works while walking through the African Art Gallery. This is not to say that the insiders 
did not read the labels, on the contrary, a handful of them described the same process of 
reading them as did outsiders: “The process of having to see the objects in the case, 
especially because there’s multiple objects in a single case, refer back to the label and 
then try to kind of like correspond. That process, I think, was more cumbersome than 
what you typically do in the other galleries.” However, as reflected by the above 
quotation, many of them perceived the labels in relation to their background experience 
as art historians. Another insider compared the labels in the African Art Gallery to an 
anthropology museum at which they had previously worked, noting the use of the word 
“author” at the Ackland versus “creator” at the anthropology museum. The same insider 
also noted inconsistent use of ‘?’s, ‘c.’, and ‘around’ with dates on labels in the African 
Art Gallery. Most insiders and outsiders paid enough attention to the labels to mention to 
me that they noticed that artist was unidentified in the African Art Gallery more often 
than it was in the other permanent collection galleries of Western art. One outsider said,   
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“The labels stood out to me the most. The fact that I think all but one of them are 
an unidentified artist, and that there’s almost no information about the objects and 
that the majority of the information is about the donors.”  
 
On the whole, when I asked what they had learned, the outsiders were able to give me 
specific information drawn from the labels or object guide, while the insiders often said 
that they had not learned anything or simply listed the elements included in “tombstone 
information.”  
 The term “tombstone” is evocative of the art insider’s background and 
expectations when entering an art museum. Tombstone is the basic label information 
provided for every object in a museum, usually including (and in this order) object title, 
culture, place made, date, medium, artist, dimensions, donor, accession number. The 
insiders were also less inclined to pick up the object guide – two said that they never read 
the object guide in galleries because of from “an arrogance” and joked that if was and 
that make them “a bad art historian.” Overall, the art history students had an awareness of 
the information that would be provided in labels and that an object guide would be 
provided in a museum. It seems that the expectation made the insiders less likely to read 
and retain the information provided.  
 In my description of the gallery, I noted that the title of the object guide was 
“Classical Art of Africa.” My feeling that this was a misnomer for the gallery was echoed 
by my interview subjects. One insider commented: 
 “so I noticed [the title] and I think that’s probably the reason why I just avoided 
[the object guide] because classical African Art to me like suggests that this is a 
there’s a periodization of this art that is supposedly describing the kind of like 
fundamental or quote, unquote authentic objects. And I question that as a 
historian…. So I kind of just like, again, in an arrogant way, just was like okay, 
I’m not going to pay attention to that.”  
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Every person that I interviewed said that the word classical brought to mind Greco-
Roman art, which caused confusion since that was not what was on display in the African 
Art Gallery. All of the interviewees expressed discontent and discomfort with the title of 
the guide. Those who picked up the guide appreciated the contextualizing information 
provided, but did not approve of the title, which cast the objects farther into the past in 
their mind than the dates provided for the objects. 
Expectations and Background 
 Another difference between insiders and outsiders experience of the gallery that 
was impacted by level of experience with museums was that the outsiders immediately 
discerned an organizational principle for the objects in the gallery while it was more 
difficult for the insiders, several of whom guessed a principle of organization consistent 
with other galleries but not with the African Art gallery. Outsiders described the gallery: 
Outsider 1: 
“And once you go through it, once you kind of see the sections that were 
intended, like, there was a very clear difference between like the South African 
beadwork versus like Nigerian region. And like more of the coast where there was 
like, more wood and ceremonial pieces.” 
 Outsider 3: 
“Things seemed to be organized sort of by function or like similar items like all 
the masks were together all the bridal wear, jewelry, figures were together. The 
ikenga together, so it seems to be roughly thematic.” 
Outsider 4: 
“Seemed like by function. I didn’t pay close attention to like the dates and the 
regions with areas but it seemed kind of by function.” 
 
The outsiders’ attentiveness to organization could come from their experience as School 
of Library and Information Science students, where a required course is taught on 
organization of information. LIS students may be more attuned to seeing groups and 
organizational principles because of their training as librarians. They all understood the 
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functional organization of the gallery and often addressed it without being asked directly 
about how they think the gallery is organized. Although one insider described the 
organization of the collection as “organized based on objects of a similar kind,” the 
majority responded saying “I don’t know,” when I asked about the organization of the 
gallery. The insiders often guessed based on common principles of organization in 
museums. For example: 
Insider 2: 
“Maybe it was organized by culture? I actually didn’t notice… I’m going to 
assume it’s by culture, but I don’t know, or by country or something.” 
Insider 4: 
“I think first and foremost, it was by what kind of demanded the object placement. 
So like as I had said the two largest pieces were in the middle of the gallery so 
you could observe and walk and kind of interact with them. I didn’t notice a 
particular like if they were like grouped together by time period or a country or 
place of origin.” 
Insider 5: 
“Maybe a little bit by country… But as for the rest of it I don’t know.” 
 
Most museums organize their works chronologically or by creation location, and these 
were common guesses made by the art insiders when probed about the organization of the 
gallery.  
Something interesting to note is that Insider 4 suggested object placement and size 
as a principle of organization. This was also suggested by Insider 1, who said: 
“Size was a big thing. What could they put in the same cases? I mean they didn’t 
want to have to make a bunch of different sized cases. I’m sure that was part of it. 
They probably wanted to fit a lot of things in the gallery and they wanted to center 
it around objects because since they didn’t have one of those like partial walls like 
the other galleries did. It’s too small a room for that. Having the central objects, 
they’re kind of encouraging that same circulation all at the same time not making 




The suggestion of size as a principle of organization reflects an awareness of curatorial 
processes and a curatorial “they” who put together the exhibition. All of the insiders 
mentioned having previously worked in a museum, meaning that they are more aware of 
the background work that goes into putting together an exhibition. The above quote from 
Insider 1 demonstrates this concept of a curatorial “they” who were making and 
organizing the objects inside cases and trying to make decisions based upon constraints 
of space and money. The other art insiders also demonstrated an awareness of the 
curatorial “they” which is reflected in the use of the word “they” in insider’s interviews 
in comparison with outsider’s interviews. The concept of “they” was twofold: firstly an 
awareness of design principles and space, secondly understanding that there were 
educational goals in the creation of the gallery and information provided. Another 
important aspect of this heightened awareness was that all of the insiders knew the PhD 
student who had written the wall text for the ikenga case and all of them mentioned being 
attracted to reading that wall text because they knew its creator.  
 The implication of the curatorial “they” on an insider’s museum experience is that 
the art insiders were aware that what they were seeing was being presented in a very 
intentional way. They knew that there were educational goals and that there were 
constraints put on the curators because of the size of the room and the objects in the 
collection. Although the art insiders often disagreed with or criticized the way that the 
African Art Gallery was curated, there was an inherent understanding that there were 
people who made intentional decisions about everything in the gallery from the color of 
the walls to the lighting to the size of the cases. This can be seen in contrast to the 
outsider who said, “decisions were made,” stripping the curators of agency and not 
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demonstrating and understanding of the issues of space and collections that are faced by 
the Ackland. 
Emotional Reactions 
 This difference between insiders and outsiders is also reflected in descriptions of 
the accent wall. Many of the insiders described the red wall as drawing, whereas the 
outsiders found it jarring. Outsider 1 said that the red color seemed unintentional in 
comparison to the wall colors of the other galleries, which felt “soft and very 
contemplative.” Every insider mentioned that the red on the wall matched the red in the 
beadwork, demonstrating an awareness of curatorial intention in choosing the wall color. 
Furthermore, many of them described the color of the wall as drawing attention toward 
the back of the museum and compelling them to walk into the African Art Gallery from 
the Contemporary art gallery in front of it. One insider described the function of the red 
wall as such: 
“Well, so that red is alerting, right? In the other galleries, the kind of deep purples 
and greens like really create a sensuous kind of an affect and feel, right, and like, 
definitely your eyes are able to focus more on kind of uses of light in the works 
themselves because the background is darker. In the African gallery it seems like 
highlight is the emphasis and so we give you this pop of red, the lights are on the 
objects are like very explicitly lit and you note the lights I think more clearly. 
Like I saw, like I looked up at the lights because of how strong it felt versus the 
other galleries. So that seemed to me to be like a very different mood and attitude 
between the galleries.” 
 
This insider noted the difference between the mood in the Western galleries and the 
African Art Gallery that was felt by every interview subject but one, but this insider 
described it as a positive because it allowed them to view the objects in a different way 
that was more appropriate to their type. Paintings need a low light both for conservation 
reasons and also so that viewers can appreciate the use of light in the works themselves. 
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On the other hand, the wooden sculptures and beaded works found in the African Art 
Gallery are darker and need a brighter light to fully perceive the details. Because of their 
training, the insiders understood the behind-the-scenes decision-making processes that 
went into organization and design choices more than outsiders did. Nonetheless, it is 
important to keep in mind that every subject noted the red accent wall and found it an 
affective element of the gallery. Every single interview subject had a comment about the 
accent wall and how it demarcated the space as different through the color and brightness 
in comparison to the soft, muted cool colors of the Western art galleries.  
 In order to better compare the actual perceived experiences of the insider and 
outsider groups, I created a table of descriptions used by members of each group. Refer to 





























Both the insiders and outsiders felt a disjuncture between the African Art Gallery and the 
other permanent collection galleries, but the outsiders tended to describe this in affective 
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terms whereas the insiders used words that conveyed a sense of distance and analysis. 
These words reflect the insiders’ familiarity and comfort with being in museum spaces 
and analyzing galleries. The words ‘confusing’ and ‘difficult’ used by outsiders are 
interesting because they suggest that the outsiders struggled with the disjuncture felt 
between the African Art gallery and the Western Art galleries. Perhaps this has to do with 
the shift in how the objects are perceived between the galleries – from paintings hung on 
a wall to three-dimensional objects in cases.  
 It is also important to note that the words ‘ethnographic,’ ‘othered,’ and 
‘primitive’ were used by insiders and outsiders. These words suggest an understanding or 
knowledge of the issues of displaying African or indigenous art in Western art museums 
and the history of imperialist collecting practices. Because my sample population is an 
extremely educated group, they may be more aware of these issues than many other 
museum visitors.  
 It is enlightening to draw comparisons between descriptions of feelings and 




















Angry / mad 
Aware of colonialism  
Aware of definitions of art 
Interested  
“Aware of my own lack of knowledge” 
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outsiders. Figure 2 above displays the adjectives used by each group. 
Members of both groups noted feeling uncomfortable and aware of their own lack 
of knowledge about African Art. On the whole, outsiders felt more uncomfortable and 
used more evocative words to describe their experiences than the insiders. As a group, the 
insiders used more positive words such as ‘intrigued,’ ‘interested,’ and ‘engaged.’ These 
words show a desire to learn more. Almost every outsider described themselves as 
‘curious’ at the end of their time in the African Art Gallery, demonstrating that they also 
wanted to learn more after their visit. However, many of them also felt ‘frustrated,’ 
‘angry,’ or ‘annoyed.’ One said, “The lack of text really annoyed me, like I was getting 
annoyed and very frustrated by just like the lack of attribution and agency that the items 
were given.”  
It is interesting that several outsiders described themselves as aware of certain 
things – such as colonialism, definitions of art, or their own lack of knowledge. This 
awareness suggests an information gap between the information provided in the labels 
and the object guide and what the outsiders wanted to know. Since the outsiders paid 
more attention to the textual information provided in the gallery, their lack of knowledge 
or understanding shows a space for the Ackland Art Museum to provide more 
information. Currently, the information provided makes people without art history 
experience feel uncomfortable, frustrated, and confused. These are likely not the 
emotions that curators hope visitors feel upon visiting the museum.  
 The insiders may have provided more positive reviews of the gallery overall 
because they were familiar with the African Art display that had been exhibited 
previously in the Ackland Art Museum before the permanent collection reinstallation. 
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Each insider mentioned that they were happy that the African Art Gallery now has more 
space and that there are more African Art objects shown. Insider 5 said: 
“I like the fact that they have put the African art more on display because it used 
to be in that awkward little like awkward stepchild that was not loved corner of 
the museum. So I’m glad it has its own room now. I wish it was more integrated, 
but I guess you’re seeing more items so that’s good.” 
Insider 3: 
“When they had the African art at the front of the museum, they didn’t have 
anything like that. It was all the like sculptures, which are great but they didn’t 
have any of that beadwork and I feel like that kind of beadwork isn’t as often 
shown with a small collection of African art so that stood out to me.” 
Insider 1: 
“I like that it’s a lot bigger because I remember before they renovated that space 
the African art gallery was like, really tiny, like a hallway, so it was nice to see it 
get a lot more space.” 
 
Because the insiders were all comparing the African Art Gallery to the Ackland’s 
previous display of African art (some of which were the same objects), they felt happy 
that the African collection was getting more space and attention. None of the outsiders 
had seen the previous display of African art at the Ackland, and thus did not have any 
point of comparison for that particular museum or collection. This may explain why they 
had a more negative experience with the collection overall.  
 One exception to this was one outsider who felt that the objects in the African Art 
Gallery were treated the same as the objects in the Western Art galleries. While this 
outsider described the label information as being different in the form of the descriptive 
titles and lack of artist identification, this person felt that all of the galleries were curated 
with a consistent mood. This outsider had taken a museum studies course in the past and 
had seen the North Carolina Museum of Art’s African Art display before, so may have 
had more expectations regarding the gallery in question and of museums in general than 
the other outsiders did. While stating that curatorially, all the galleries had the same 
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mood, this outsider echoed the sentiments of the other interview subjects in stating that 
the objects in the African Art Gallery were displayed as art rather than ethnographic 
artifacts. This outsider also stated that the permanent collections galleries did not strike 
them as hierarchical, meaning that Western art was not given more weight or 
contextualized as being more important or better than non-Western art.  
Summary 
 In conclusion, the art outsiders relied on textual description and retained the 
information provided more than the insiders did. The insiders were more aware of the 
curatorial “they” and the constraints faced by museums by their collections and space. 
The awareness of a curatorial “they” and familiarity with the Ackland Art Museum 
caused the insiders to have a more positive experience because they compared the current 
exhibition with the previous, smaller one. The outsiders, who had no point of reference, 
felt confused and found the gallery challenging, which also explains why they relied on 
contextual information. This group, furthermore, perceived the organizational principle of 
the gallery more quickly than the insiders did. Their training in organization of 
information and lack of familiarity with standard principles of museum organization 
allowed them to step back and see the whole picture and groups of objects in the gallery. 
The insiders fell back on their knowledge of traditional museum display and believed that 
the gallery was arranged by time or locale without paying attention to the actual 
organization of the gallery. In the end, every person I interviewed criticized the African 
Art Gallery and said that there was a perceived distinction between the mood or vibe of 
that gallery and the Western art galleries in the Ackland. I believe that this is because the 




 The goal of this study was to explore the different ways that museum visitors 
experience non-Western art in a Western art museum based on their cultural and personal 
baggage and the organization of the objects. I interviewed art history masters students 
and library science masters students to try to understand how their educational 
experiences inform the way in which they interpret the same gallery. The gallery in 
question was the Ackland Art Museum’s African Art Gallery. This Gallery contains what 
Susan Vogel (2005) defines as a canonical collection of African objects. All of the 
insiders and outsiders noted a disjuncture between the African Art Gallery and the 
Western art galleries. They also noticed differences in the information provided in the 
gallery, especially the lack of identified author for most of the pieces in the room. 
 In spite of the canonical collection, the interview subjects seemed to leave 
thinking that the gallery was not culturally representative or generalizable to Africa as a 
continent. One insider did note: 
“Even though the labels specify ethnicity, etc., you get the impression that they’re 
kind of generalized in a way, and that if you weren’t being kind of discerning with 
the labels, that you would assume that maybe these were all from like, the same 
region of Africa, or that it kind of unconsciously assumes that Africa is just like 
an entire continent that can be kind of like described in a set of objects. And so I 
think, and even in some cases where there were specific objects that were from 
different tribal regions within the same country, as we understand it now, I think 
giving information about how those are distinct, or even just specifying exactly 
what you mean by this would be helpful.” 
 
This quote shows that while there are problems with the display of textual information in 
the gallery, the viewer thinks that the information provided is enough that a discerning 
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viewer would leave the gallery without having made generalizations or assumptions 
about the peoples associated with the objects in the gallery. An outsider stated a similar 
opinion: 
“In the African exhibit, it was like, there was a little stumbling over like, oh it’s 
from maybe one of these three countries, but from this culture from this society 
that was like, kind of interspersed and it’s like, do they actually want us to kind of 
figure it out and like think of a map in our minds, which I’m not too adept at 
thinking of, so like, I don’t  know if the label was intended in other places to get 
like that amount of clarification or if it was just kind of like filling out the gaps 
like this is metadata that should just be on this label like whether or not it kind of 
adds to your understanding.” 
 
These quotes highlight the central problem with showing non-Western works in an 
aesthetic Western art context. The labels require different information and a visitor must 
be careful when reading the information to understand the differences between modern 
countries and cultural groups. The difficulty that the subject population had in connecting 
labels with works and interpreting those labels is exemplary of the experience described 
by scholars of the challenge of displaying non-Western works in Western contexts. 
 In my opinion, the difference in mode of perception between sculptural, 
functional objects displayed in cases and wall-hung paintings influenced the range of 
emotions experienced by my participants. The majority of the subjects, outsider and 
insider remarked that the beads stood out to them the most in the African Art Gallery. 
The beaded works are displayed the most similarly to paintings – without glass and 
parallel to the wall. Some beaded works were in a glass case, but many subjects 
mentioned those that were wall-hung without glass as being the most exciting or 
noteworthy objects in the exhibition. Perhaps the beads were so interesting to the 
outsiders not because of their contrast in color, but because they were the most 
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comfortable objects to perceive – they met the expectations for perception set by the 
Western art galleries that every visitor to the Ackland must walk through prior to entering 
the African Art Gallery. Many outsiders felt challenged and confused by the African Art 
Gallery and all but one subject related a change in mood and experienced disjuncture 
between the Western galleries and the African Art Gallery. I assert that this is because of 
the difference in display of objects (wall-hung to in cases) and the change that this 
required in mode of perception and disruption of expectations. More research must be 
done to further explore this hypothesis. 
 While the curatorial experience of displaying African art has been explored, the 
visitor experience and impacts of curatorial effort have not. This study sought to 
understand the visitor experience, and that experience was for the most part challenging. 
The insiders and outsiders described their experience in negative words such as 
‘uncomfortable,’ ‘suspicious,’ and ‘angry.’ However, almost every person of the ten I 
interviewed described themselves as curious after viewing the exhibition. Curiosity is a 
positive emotion that fits in with common curatorial objectives regarding learning and 
education. The outsiders all stated that they learned something and were able to 
regurgitate facts learned from the exhibition to me. Therefore, the exhibition met 
educational goals to make visitors want to learn more and feel interested in objects that 
they may not have known about before. One would have to interview the curators of the 
exhibition in order to find out what the curatorial goals of the African Art Gallery were 
and match them to visitors’ lived experiences of that gallery in order to draw further 
conclusions in this regard. Further steps in researching this topic would be to explore 
curatorial intentions in relation to the lived museum experience of visitors. 
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Suggestions for Improvement 
 This study has brought to light the information needs of visitors to art museums. 
Whether the visitor has a thorough background in art history and brings with them 
expectations for what information will be provided and how the objects will be organized 
or if it is one of their first times in a museum, the visitor craves contextual information. In 
the Ackland Art Museum, walking through Western art galleries with typical tombstone 
information and a mostly chronological and canonical organization sets the visitor up 
with expectations for the African Art Gallery prior to them stepping foot in the door. The 
difference in mode of perception and type of information provided sets the visitor up for 
a perceived disjuncture and change between the galleries. This is a historically rooted 
change that carries with it colonialist baggage and problems that cannot be solved by a 
single museum’s display. This study highlights ways in which improvements can be 
made by curators and catalogers who work with non-Westerns objects that have been 
brought to a Western context. For example, using contextually-loaded terms like 
“classical” are not the best way to introduce non-Western objects. The objects in the 
Ackland’s African Art Gallery may be considered “classical” in Western Art Historical 
pedagogy, but this is not an appropriate term to use in a context in which not every visitor 
will be aware of what classical means beyond Greco-Roman. Furthermore, the use of the 
word “artist” may not be appropriate for works that were created by and for groups of 
people and for which one specific artist cannot be identified. “Artist” is also a culturally 
and contextually loaded word in an art museum that associates a work with the 
masterpiece-centric display of works that is typical of Western art. These are two 
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examples from my study that suggest that curators and catalogers of African art objects 
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